








balanced against requirements of suitability and feasibil-
ity. Even Walter Post, always eager for new acquisitions.
hesitated and finally rejected the purchase of the expen-
sive piano. Although Miriam Andrews was obviously
taken with carpet sweepers, she decided that "a new
broom will have to answer for a few months.”** She
seemed to have an internal gauge for accommodating her
wants to her pocketbook. Appealing new furnishings did
not usually act as direct stimulus-response mechanisms.
More often, like Miriam, people slowly nurtured desires
until they were no longer “alinost a necessity.”

Nearly all of these householders acknowledged some
long-range furnishing goals. The Posts started with three
chairs and a table in their parlor, but Walter was buoyed
by the expectation that someday “We [will] get rich
enough to have more.” Walter’s hope to have more
someday was simple compared to the complicated plans
of others. Helen Jammes Sommers’ fascination with house-
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THE PARLOR at Frances James's Newport house,
where she waged successful battles with faded curtuins
and threadbare carpets

keeping centered on the problem of creating a total
effect. She was challenged by the intellectual and aes-
thetic task of assembling the parts. "It is such fun to try
to make the house a harmonious whole; with the wicker
furniture & simple curtains, it will be simplicity & sunni-
ness itself.” Helen's long-range plan was a stimulating
goal, but for those without her financial resources the
plan could weigh heavily as the vears passed and the
possibility of realizing it grew fainter. Frances James’s
initial enthusiasm in 1888 for making do in the Newport
house by tastefully rearranging, re-covering, and redying
the same old furnishings had faded by 1896: “Covering
furniture and making things look as well as we can.” she
wrote. When there was hope, the long-range plan gave
form and focus to postponed desires. If hope diminished,
the plan remained a bitter reminder of the scale of ear-
lier expectations.?®

WHEN AT LAST luxuries came to be perceived as
necessities, turn-of-the-century householders set out to
shop for them. Selecting and purchasing took on the
character of a leisure-time activity when it occurred
amidst opulent or picturesque surroundings. The few
instances considered below suggest some questions
about the setting for consumption that deserve more
attention. Some kinds of shopping dramatically demon-
strated the often ironic changes in how consumers de-
cided what they wanted and how they purchased it.*®

The wealthy elite and the middle class, for example.
had rediscovered the “olden days™ and the pleasures of
browsing among used bric-a-brac. St. Paul businessman
Homer Clark regaled his fiancée, Bessie Dunsmoor,
with an account of this kind of shopping trip. “The auto-
mobiling is great with such perfect roads and interesting
places to go,” he wrote from Cape Cod in 1908. "How I
wish I could take you on some of these trips to the quaint
towns or to old furniture shops. To-day I succeeded in
picking up a couple of good pieces.” Poking around
picturesque towns and shops, Homer reveled in the
sociological spice of an old-fashioned method of shop-
ping. He turned shopping into a tourist’s adventure. His
new auto allowed him the mobility to discover a new
kind of shopper’s paradise, far from urban department
stores. With his educated eye for the newly revived “co-
lonial.” he apparently took extra pleasure in locating
good pieces that the natives failed to value.¥

At the other end of the spectrum from this relaxed
shopping tour was Sarah Jane Christie Stevens  com-
plaint about her heavy burden of work. I do no house-
work to speak of. but I have to see to evervthing & tor
three weeks we had two women here sewing for
Stella. Also had all [the] purchasing to do. T was
into Mankato at least twice a week besides divecting the
housework.” The plain fact was that Sarah found “pur-
chasing” (probably replenishing food and other house-
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hold supplies) a Jot of work and regretted the time that
it required. It may not have included major new items
such as furniture. but going to town or downtown for
regular grocery shopping might also allow opportunities
for more leisurely window shopping. Nevertheless.
Frances James was delighted when her husband
announced he would take over the marketing after their
removal back to St. Paul. Her daunghters treated their
father's resolution as a joke: “how long he will continue
in it is a mystery unsolved as vet.” In their household the
responsibility of regular shopping was not considered a
treat.™

The case of Walter and Lillie Post suggests the range
of activities that falls under the heading of shopping.
When seeking to furnish their rented house. the Posts
together made a businesslike assault on a department
store. Knowing roughly what they were after. the two of
them spent an afternoon locating their exact choices,
noting down the prices, and negotiating for credit. De-
spite the major expenditures involved, they did not
search out alternatives or hesitate in their selection.
They attended matter-of-factly to the problem of shop-
ping. During the Christmas season of 1894, the Posts
made a different kind of shopping trip. This one was
purely for pleasure. “One evening Lillie and T went
down town to look at the different stores whose windows
are dressed up for Xmas,” wrote Walter. "It is a fine

THE PLENTY of the new industrial order crowded the
display windows of department stores like St. Paul’s
Schuneman and Evans, luring consumers like Miriam
Andrews and Walter Post.
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sight. . We are going down again tomorrow after-
noon when we will be able 1o get into the stores as they
are not open during the evening.” The displavs in the
department store windows were free public entertain-
ment, and Walter and Lillie took in the seasonal event.
Walter worked in a downtown office, while Lillie infre-
quently left the neighborhood of their house on Laurel
Avenue at St. Albans Street. During the winter of 1895,
Lillie went downtown only once or twice. However,
when the Posts needed to select a replacement for their
carpet. that was a substantial enough purchase that she
paid the carfare and met Walter after work at Schune-
man and Evans. The resources of the mercantile com-
munity could provide entertainment, as in the Christ-
mas “shopping” trip, but these were not confused with
the business of purchasing.® The invention of the de-
partinent store made possible both the svstematic, one-
stop purchasing trips and leisurely window shopping. An
enormous variety of goods was offered for sale under one
roof, and changing window displays emphasized the
pure pleasure of spending long hours simply looking.

The spectacle of downtown stores and shop windows
filled with wonderful things excited even reasonable
Miriam Andrews. Visiting Minneapolis, she wrote home
about going “into a number of stores. and admir{ing] the
many pretty articles.” And we have heard her awe-filled
exclamations about the glories of Detroit shop windows.
Even as an onlooker and not a purchaser., Miriam con-
sumed these things, for she made them part of her
world. The memories she so carefully cultivated kept
alive her sense of what was possible. Without spending a
penny, Miriam furnished her imagination with the latest
fashions and most lovelv objects. One day while raptur-
ously consumning in her mind, Miriam was jolted into an
understanding of the artifice of the great department
stores. T was at Tavlor V. Wolfendsens when the gong
sounded for them to close, and it was funny to see the
clerks drop the goods they were holding, draw curtains,
don their hats or caps. and pour out of the doors. Jen
says there are over forty clerks in the boilding, and it
seemed to me there were twice as many. " The mys-
tique of the world of fashion lifted for Miriam as she
watched the poorly paid clerks quickly shed their roles
as arbiters of taste to resume their real lives, where they
too had to measure carefully the distance between need
and desire.
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THIS LIMITED but varied cast of characters, making
decisions about their household furnishings, formed a
part of the several generations that established a middle-
class response to the question of fashion at the turn of the
century. Not that there was a single middle-class atti-
tude: varying economic positions and social backgrounds
within that class affected responses. as did individual
temperament. What all these people and the rest of their
generations had in common, however, was access to pro-
fessional opinions about what was currently in vogue and
some prospect of achieving a fashionable home, a possi-
bility beyond the means of working-class and poorer
people.

The evidence from these correspondents lends speci-
ficity to some of the inferences historians have made
about middle-class consumers: in other instances. details
about behavior and attitudes suggest alternative inter-
pretations and fill in omissions. The hard work and plan-
ning required to present a fashionable parlor within a
limited budget is clear. Making a middle-class home re-
quired work. particularly from housewives. The letters
also allow us, however, to recover middle-class men
from their premature burial behind the business pages.
Tackling the task of interior decoration seems to have
helped newlyweds identify and master their new roles as
husbands and wives. While simplementing the plan was
often left to the wives, busbands at least understood and
endorsed the general schemes. In fact, the chatty com-
ments aboutl wished-for objects and critiques of friends’
houses imply considerable ongoing, casual conversation
on the subject. In some households, husbands did large-
lv remove themselves from daily decision making. Only
a crisis — and a financial one at that — brought them
back into the picture. For other couples, however,
domestic furnishing was a project that allowed mutual
planning and work.

The availability of mass-produced goods made life
easier in certain respects; it certainly opened up new
options for home furnishings. But it also required that
householders discipline themselves not to want every-
thing they saw, or to get everything they wanted. Some
people learned to stretch their money by inventing
homemade alternatives to store-bought furnishings.
Others devised long-range plans and comforted themn-

selves with fantasies about the eventual appearance of
their homes as theyv acquired the parts piecemeal. Ex-
penditures for furnishings only rarely challenged the
bounds set by anticipated household income. Couples
generally appear to have shared information about funds
and attempted to work within budgets. The social and
economic position of wives not engaged in income-
producing work did not necessarily lead to spendthrift
behavior. Marginally middle-class people — whether
men or women — mav have been most susceptible to
exceeding their budgets. They saw the same goods in the
shops, read the same advertisements, and heeded the
same admonitions to create virtuous homes as more af-
fluent members of the middle class, vet their means to
act on these urgings and enticements was limited.

The influence of professional advice-givers and
advertisers is difficult to gauge. Correspondents refer to
the sources of their domestic inspiration, but those they
name are friends and relatives. Perhaps during the proc-
ess of making their decisions. professional opinions vali-
dated what they had seen and heard firsthand from
trusted friends. While undoubtedly their desires for
things were stimulated by merchants, advertisers. and
each other, they were not simply passive victims of sales-
men’s spiefs. Like Miriam Andrews. who stood in front
of shop windows and memorized everything she saw,
most of these people were willing participants, even ac-
tive agents, in the manipulation of their taste by both
friends and professionals. They understood that they
were being encouraged to demonstrate the moral order
of their homes, their personal skills and taste, and their
economic status by buying things for their homes. They
understood — at least in the short term — what was
happening, and they chose to take part. And if partici-
pating in a consumer culture often depleted their pock-
etbooks and frayed their nerves, sometimes it also in-
creased their comfort. enlarged their worlds. and excited
their imaginations.

THE PHOTOGRAPH on page 188 (right) is from the Walter
Teller Post Papers in the MHS division of archives and manu-
scripts. Pictures on page 185 (left). 190, and 192 are by
photographers Harry Shepherd, Charles Affleck. and Buchan
of Worthington. respectively: these and all other illustrations
are from the MHS audio-visual library.
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